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UNITED  STATES  DEPARTMENT  OF  AGRICULTURE 
WASHINGTON,  D.  C. 


TESTING  COWS  FOR  PRODUCTION 
EVERY  OTHER  MONTH 

By  J.  C.  McDowell,  Dairy  Husbandman,  Bureau  of  Dairy  Industry 


ADVANTAGES  OF  THIS  METHOD  OF  TESTING  - 

In  districts  where  dairy  herds  are  small  there  is  a  demand  for  a 
less  expensive  method  of  testing  cows  for  production  than  that  of- 
fered by  the  regular  cow-testing  association.  The  cost  of  testing 
depends  almost  entirely  upon  the  labor  involved;  therefore,  to  cut 
the  cost  materially  the  labor  must  be  reduced.  How  to  do  this  with- 
out seriously  affecting  the  accuracy  of  the  results  is  the  great  problem 
connected  with  the  testing  of  small  herds. 

For  large  dairy  herds  the  regular  cow-testing-association  method, 
by  which  each  cow  in  every  herd  is  tested  one  day  each  month  by  an 
impartial  tester,  has  proved  to  be  highly  satisfactory  in  every  way. 
Therefore  one  should  hesitate  to  recommend  a  short-cut  method  ex- 
cept for  those  districts  wThere  the  herds  are  too  small  even  to  warrant 
the  moderate  cost  of  the  work  of  the  regular  association.  If  the 
results  of  a  short-cut  method  are  to  compare  favorably  with  those  of 
the  regular  cow-testing  association,  the  method  must  be  reasonably 
accurate;  and  the  work  must  be  done  by  a  tester  who,  like  the  cow- 
testing-association  tester,  has  no  personal  interest  in  the  results. 

Testing  one  day  every  two  months  is  a  short-cut  method  that  has 
proved  successful.  In  all  respects  except  the  less  frequent  visits  of 
the  tester  this  method  is  exactly  the  same  as  that  of  the  regular 
association. 

COMPARISON  WITH  ACTUAL  PRODUCTION  FIGURES 

In  order  to  determine  the  accuracy  of  testing  every  other  month 
the  results  obtained  by  that  method  were  compared  with  actual 
production  figures.  The  figures  used  in  this  study  were  obtained 
from  the  Minnesota  Agricultural  Experiment  Station  and  include 
yearly  records  of  70  cows.  These  records  showed  the  production  of 
milk  and  butterfat  for  each  milking  throughout  the  entire  year. 

In  making  this  study  the  testing  day  was  centered ;  that  is,  it  was 
placed  at  the  middle  of  a  two-months'  testing  period.  The  feed, 
production,  and  income  figures  obtained  for  the  testing  day  were 
used  as  the  daily  average  for  the  period.  The  record  for  the  entire 
period  was  obtained  by  multiplying  the  record  for  the  testing  day  by 
the  number  of  days  in  the  period.  For  example,  if  a  cow  freshens 
so  that  her  milk  is  usable  10  days  before  the  testing  day  begins  and 
if  the  testing  period,  including  the  testing  day,  extends  forward  31 
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days,  the  entire  testing  period  is  41  days.  The  production  record  of 
the  testing  day  is  multiplied  by  41  and  the  result  considered  as  the 
production  figure  for  that  testing  period.  The  computations  for  the 
end  of  the  lactation  period  are  similar  to  those  for  the  beginning. 
Feed  records  for  a  two-months*  period  are  obtained  in  the  same  way 
as  the  production  records. 

When  the  TO  yearly  individual  cow  records  of  butterf  at  production 
were  figured  on  the  basis  of  a  one-day  test  every  two  months,  the 
average  variation  from  actual  production  was  3.8  per  cent.  In  24 
cases  out  of  TO  the  error  was  5  per  cent  or  more,  but  the  greatest  error 
for  any  one  record  was  only  12.5  per  cent.  Applying  these  per- 
centages to  the  records  of  cows  of  average  production,  which  is  about 
4,500  pounds  of  milk  and  1T5  pounds  of  butterf  at  a  year,  the  average 
error  in  computing  butterfat  due  to  testing  only  once  in  two  months 
is  3.8  per  cent  of  175  pounds,  or  6.65  pounds;  the  5  per  cent  error 
amounts  to  8.T5  pounds;  and  the  greatest  error  for  any  one  record 
among  TO  is  12.5  per  cent  of  1T5  pounds,  or  a  little  less  than  22 
pounds. 

For  cows  with  a  production  of  about  7,000  pounds  of  milk  and  280 
pounds  of  butterfat  a  year,  which  is  the  average  production  of  cow- 
testing-association  cows,  the  average  error  in  computing  butterfat 
due  to  testing  only  once  in  two  months  is  3.8  per  cent  of  280  pounds, 
or  10.64  pounds ;  the  5  per  cent  error  amounts  to  14  pounds ;  and  the 
greatest  error  for  any  one  record  among  the  TO  is  12.5  per  cent  of  280 
pounds,  or  35  pounds. 

COMPARISON  WITH  REGULAR  COW-TESTING-ASSOCIATION 

METHOD 

When  the  TO  yearly  individual  cow  records  were  figured  .on  the 
basis  of  a  one-day  test  each  month,  as  is  done  in  the  regular  cow- 
testing-association  method,  the  average  variation  from  actual  pro- 
duction was  2.91  per  cent  as  compared  with  3.8  per  cent  for  every- 
other-month  testing.  The  difference  in  average  error  between  the 
two  methods  of  testing  is  approximately  0.9  per  cent,  or  only  2.5 
pounds  of  butterfat  per  year  for  the  average  cow-testing-associa- 
tion cow.  In  the  regular  cow-testing-association  method  the  error 
was  5  per  cent  or  more  16  times  out  of  TO,  as  compared  with  24  times 
out  of  TO  in  the  short-cut  method.  The  greatest  error  for  the  cow- 
testing-association  method  was  8.3  per  cent  as  compared  with  12.5 
per  cent  for  the  short-cut  method.  The  difference  in  greatest  error 
between  the  two  methods  is  only  4.2  per  cent,  or  11.T6  pounds  of 
butterfat  per  year  for  the  average  cow-testing-association  cow.  Test- 
ing one  day  in  two  months  is  not  so  accurate  as  testing  one  day  each 
month,  but  there  is  not  a  great  deal  of  difference  between  the  two 
methods. 

COMPARISON  WITH  DAIRYMEN'S  ESTIMATES 

In  testing  every  other  month  the  average  variation  of  3.8  per  cent 
from  actual  production  of  butterfat  is  not  a  great  error  and  for  all 
practical  purposes  may  be  disregarded.  Even  the  variation  of  12.5 
per  cent,  which  was  the  greatest  error  among  the  TO  computed  rec- 
ords, is  much  less  than  that  from  dairymen's  estimates,  as  shown 
in  the  following  paragraph. 
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Before  they  joined  a  cow-testing  association  a  number  of  farmers 
estimated  the  average  yearly  butterfat  production  of  their  dairy 
cows.  Altogether  48  estimated  records  were  made.  At  the  end  of 
the  testing  year  a  difference  of  1  to  63  per  cent  was  found  between 
the  estimated  record  of  each  cow  and  her  cow-testing-association 
record.  The  average  difference  was  28  per  cent.  In  testing  once 
every  two  months  the  greatest  error  was  only  one-fifth  as  much  as 
the  greatest  error  of  the  estimates,  and  the  average  error  was  only 
one-seventh  as  much  as  the  average  error  of  the  estimates.  Evi- 
dently testing  the  cows  for  production  every  other  month  is  a  much 
better  method  than  guessing. 

WILL  THE  METHOD  OF  TESTING  EVERY  OTHER  MONTH  PROVE 

SUCCESSFUL? 

Theoretically  it  would  seem  that  the  method  of  testing  one  day 
in  two  months  should  prove  successful.  The  question  is:  Will  it 
prove  successful  in  actual  practice?  That  question  has  been  par- 
tially answered  in  the  affirmative.  Two  associations  testing  every 
other  month  have  been  in  operation  for  three  or  four  years  in 
Minnesota,  and  they  are  reported  as  being  successful.  There  are 
about  50  herds  in  each  association.  This  makes  the  cost  per  mem- 
ber only  about  half  what  it  would  be  in  a  regular  association.  A 
large  percentage  of  the  herds  in  these  two  associations  consist  of 
only  4  to  10  cows  each.  The  short-cut  method  has  made  it  possible 
to  test  these  herds  at  a  reasonable  cost  and  has  enabled  the  owners 
to  learn  with  a  fair  degree  of  accuracy  the  production  records  of 
their  cows. 

In  order  to  obtain  first-hand  information  regarding  some  of  the 
problems  connected  with  this  short-cut  method  of  testing,  the  Bureau 
of  Dairy  Industry  of  the  United  States  Department  of  Agriculture 
tried  this  method  in  a  district  in  Virginia  in  1925-26.  In  that  trial 
the  method  proved  to  be  quite  a  success.  The  tester  visited  each 
farm  six  times  a  year  and  kept  the  herd  books  in  exactly  the  same 
way  in  which  they  are  kept  in  the  associations  where  the  tester 
visits  each  farm  12  times  a  year. 

Therefore,  judging  from  the  comparison  of  the  short-cut  method 
with  the  regular  cow-testing-association  method  and  from  the  results 
obtained  in  Minnesota  and  Virginia,  it  is  believed  that  the  method 
of  testing  every  other  month  is  worthy  of  further  trial.  It  is  not 
expected  that  this  method  will  take  the  place  of  the  regular  cow- 
testing-association  method  but  that  it  may  find  its  own  place  in 
those  districts  where  the  dairy  herds  are  small. 
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